Swiss American Historical Society Review
Volume 52

Number 3

Article 2

11-2016

Of Mothers, Daughters, and Growing Up The Changing Ties
between the Monastery Einsiedeln and St. Meinrad Since 1850
Fr. Thomas Fassler OSB

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review
Part of the European History Commons, and the European Languages and Societies Commons

Recommended Citation
Fassler, Fr. Thomas OSB (2016) "Of Mothers, Daughters, and Growing Up The Changing Ties between the
Monastery Einsiedeln and St. Meinrad Since 1850," Swiss American Historical Society Review: Vol. 52 :
No. 3 , Article 2.
Available at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol52/iss3/2

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by BYU ScholarsArchive. It has been accepted for inclusion
in Swiss American Historical Society Review by an authorized editor of BYU ScholarsArchive. For more information,
please contact scholarsarchive@byu.edu, ellen_amatangelo@byu.edu.

Fassler: Of Mothers, Daughters, and Growing Up

Of Mothers, Daughters,
and Growing Up
The Changing Ties between the Monastery
Einsiedeln and St. Meinrad Since 1850
by Fr. Thomas Fassler, OSB

A

number of factors in the mid-nineteenth century led the
Benedictine monks of Einsiedeln, situated in the Swiss pre-alpine
region south of Lake Zurich, to establish a daughter house faraway in
the United States. The repeated urging from Catholic bishops plus the
eagerness to evangelize new areas, the great need for priests to serve
German-speaking Catholic immigrants, and perhaps also a certain
search for adventure, all were additional reasons.
A decisive factor, however, was the hostile political attitude
of many Swiss cantons towards monasteries. The liberal turn of
1831 awakened fears about the continued existence of the Einsiedeln
Monastery. 1 The measure created much anxiety when in May 1852 , but
a few years after the defeat of the Catholic Cantons in the Civil War of
1847, the radical government of Canton Ticino not only abolished the
Canton's monasteries but also the Gymnasium, a preparatory school
for university studies that was under the direction of the Benedictines
of Einsiedeln. Yet at the same time , the measure also freed members
for a possible foundation overseas that might serve as a place of exile
in case of an expulsion from the homeland. Already by the end of July
1852 , a letter from Abbot Heinrich Schmid expressed his readiness to

1

See Hanna Bock , Einsiedeln. Das Kloster und seine Geschichte (Zurich: Artemis
Verlag, 1989), 177-178. Georg Holzherr, Einsiedeln . Kloster und Kirche Unserer
Lieben Frau . Von der Karolingerzeit bis zur Gegenwart. 2. Auflage . Vol. 141 Grosser
Kun stfiihrer (Regensburg: Schnell und Steiner, 2006), 110 .
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The St . Meinrad Monastery within the Agricultural Landscape Drawing 1862 , signed "Fr. Benedict. "
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start such a project, and on 19 November his confreres unanimously
approved the plan. 2
It was only a month later on 21 December that the first
confreres, Fr. Ulrich Christen and Fr. Beda O'Connor, natives of
Ireland, were sent as scouts to North America. Their crossing took
more than a month, arriving in New York on 31 January 1853. It
clearly highlighted one aspect: the distance between the eventual
new foundation and the mother monastery was to be a real challenge
that, given today's technical means, cannot easily be imagined. All
too soon , the difficulty of communicating made the two monks act
independently that the abbot at home did not appreciate since it was he
who needed to decide matters. He admonished patient circumspection
and was disturbed when Fr. Ulrich Christen wrote at the end of April
1853 that he had already bought 64 hectares of land from a farmer
in southern Indiana. Although the abbot could be convinced that the
favorable opportunity had demanded quick action, future conflicts
were consequently foreshadowed. 3
The log cabin on the property served as the first monastery and
was solemnly dedicated on 21 March 1854. Abbot Henry had ordered
that the planned priory was to be named St. Meinrad, the name of
the first 9 th-century dweller of what came to be known as Einsiedeln.
The project flourished. New buildings went up, more land was
purchased, and a small monastery school opened in 1857. Although
the abbot sent more monks over the Atlantic Ocean, his enthusiasm
for a new foundation seemed to have gradually weakened. Besides
other difficulties, disagreements, an all too pronounced unwelcome
independence, and financial problems facing St. Meinrad seemed
to be on the rise. One easily understands that the abbot's waning
commitment created harsh feelings among those who had invested
heart and soul and great energy in the enterprise. In late summer of
1860, the 26-years old Fr. Martin Marty was sent to America to assess
2
Lukas Gruve , "Grundungs- und Entwicklungsgeschichte der St. Meinradsabtei
in Nordamerika ," SMGB 36 ( 1915): 272- ; Rudolf Henggeler, "Erzabtei St. Meinrad ,
Indiana USA," Benediktinische Monatsschrift 30 ( 1954 ), 346-; Rudolf Henggeler, "Zur
Grundungsgeschichte der Abtei St. Meinrad , SMGB (Studien und Mitteilungen zur
Geschichte des Benediktinerordens und seiner Zweige) 65 (1954) : 8-9 ; 15-16 .
3
Henggeler, " Erzabtei ," 347; also "Grundungsgeschichte ," 23-31; Robert
Karolevitz , Bishop Martin Marty (Yankton , South Dakota: Privately printed , 1980) ,
35-37 .
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the situation, and to stay there for
a year at most. He was to assess
the situation on site and report
his observations about the future
of the foundation , that is , most
likely to initiate its dissolution or
at least its transfer to somebody
else. Fr. Marty, however, was
fascinated by the dynamism
he encountered, and instead of
dissolving the undertaking, he
successfully promoted its buildup, stayed in the United States ,
convinced abbot Henry of its
promising future, and after 1865
admitted as Prior many more
new entrants to the community.
The young Fr. Martin Marty ( 1834Already in 1861, a theological
1896) . Credit: Monas tery Archive at
seminary had been established to
siede ln , I .060 1.1746 .0006.
Ein
educate future priests. 4
The
knowledge
that
the abbot had actually planned to liquidate the foundation, a selfassured prior, and the long delay in communication-letters could
take months to arrive-which led to increasing alienation between
the priory and the mother monastery. St. Meinrad insisted on
pursuing its own course , and like teenagers distancing themselves
from parents , demanded autonomy. It was also outwardly. Following
the 1863 established South German monastery Beuron that embraced
an idealized understanding of Benedictine monasticism, which was
welcome to many other communities, St. Meinrad followed suit and
adopted Beuron's monastic habit that demonstratively differed from
that of Einsiedeln. Its ' monks were not at all happy about it , since they
strongly opposed Beuron 's trend as a modern-day fad. Prior Martin,
4

Gruve, "Griindungs- und Entwicklungsgeschichte," 274-277; Henggeler,
"Erzabtei," 347-348 ; also "Griindungsgeschichte," 40-50 ; Karolevitz, Marty, 39-47;
Joel Rippinger, "Martin Marty: Founder, First Abbot and Mi ss ionary Bi shop ," in:
Cyprian Davis, ed. To Prefer Nothing to Christ. St. Meinrad Abbey 1854-2004 (St .
Meinrad: Abbey Press, 2004) , 59-6 1.
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however, was determined to advance the process toward independent
status. Since the priory now numbered ten members, it could become
an abbey. In the fall of 1869 , therefore , Fr. Marty went to Einsiedeln
and Rome, and his efforts were successful. After he had received the
consent of abbot Henry and the monks of Einsiedeln, St. Meinrad
became an abbey only 16 years after its founding. On 30 September
1870 , a papal edict elevated it to an independent monastery with Fr.
Martin Marty as its first abbot. 5
From then on , St. Meinrad went its own way while Einsiedeln
acquiesced since Switzerland's political situation had calmed down .
The fear was gone of being abolished, expropriated, and forced into
exile to somewhere else. New members of St. Meinrad, furthermore,
had not joined the monastery via Einsiedeln and thus felt no allegiance
to the mother monastery .6
A first phase of rapprochement began in 1888 when the papal
Athenaeum Sant ' Anselmo was established in Rome as a universitylevel educational institution for Benedictine monks from all over
the world. In its first years, St. Meinrad sent Fr. Thomas Weikert, a
professor of Oriental Sciences, to Sant' Anselmo. Since the 1920s,
young monks of St. Meinrad regularly went there to study. 7 In the
summer, these students often stayed at the mother monastery of
Einsiedeln because the return trip to Indiana was too costly; others
were even ordained or made their profession there to St. Meinrad.
Among the visitors was the later archabbot Gabriel Verkamp
who began his studies in Rome in 1924, and stayed in Einsiedeln during
summer vacations from 1925 to 1931 where he copied the correspondence
between St. Meinrad and Einsiedeln that a disastrous fire had destroyed
on 2 September 1887 .8 His effort points to St. Meinrad 's new interest
in the mother monastery, and during the following years such personal
contacts further strengthened the bonds between the two foundations.
In the United States, many people had become interested in "roots," an
interest that also furthered the tie between the two institutions .9
5
Gruve, "Griindungs-und Entwicklungsgeschichte,"281-182; Henggeler, "Erzabtei ,"
348; Karolevitz , Marty , 208-209.
6
Gruve , ibid . 278-279.
7
Kleber, St. Meinrad, 407.
8
http://www.benediktinerlexikon .de/wiki/Verkamp~Gabriel (last viewed 12.31.2015).
9
Gruve, ibid. , 287.
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Abbot Benno Gut
(1897-1970) from
Einsiedeln visiting
St. Meinrad in
1954. Credit: Monastery
Archive at St. Me inrad.
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Once the transatlantic journey became easier, contacts
intensified. In 1934, abbot Ignatius Esser was among those of St.
Meinrad visiting Einsiedeln. He participated in the thousand-year
celebration of the mother abbey and was given a relic of St. Meinrad
as a symbol of appreciation. Yet relations remained one-sided since
only American confreres went to Einsiedeln to establish friendships.
Two more decades were to pass until a monk from Switzerland paid a
visit to the daughter foundation in the United States . It was not until
1954 when the monastery St. Meinrad celebrated its centenary that
Einsiedeln 's abbot Benno Gut travelled to Indiana to participate in
the festivities that included the elevation of the monastery by Pope
Pius XII to an archabbey. 10
Fr. Gut was therefore the first abbot of Einsiedeln who
personally saw the daughter foundation. The following entry of the inhouse information bulletin Konventglockli highlights the importance
of the journey for him as well as the Einsiedeln monastic community:
" Before the departure of the abbot to the USA a toast. The Dean
[his deputy] accompanied him to Kloten and testifies that he left
exactly at 4 o'clock from Kloten with the Swiss Air plane "Canton
Yaud." ... The next day Swiss Air telephoned that the airplane had
landed in New York at 13.47, and the Most Reverend [Abbot] sent
a telegram (9.33 local time) with the news of a happy arrival and
friendly reception." 11
Abbot Benno Gut stressed the amicable, even enthusiastic
response to his visit in a journal entry that reached the homeland on
18 October 1934. It seems that one had been waiting for such a visit
for a long time, and as a sign of a final reconciliation between mother
and child, this was an embrace after an eventful common past, and a
loving recognition of the mother for the daughter's achievement.

10

Henggeler, "Erzabtei ," 350; Cyprian Davis "Abbot Ignatius Esser, OSB:
Builder and Visionary, 1930-1955" in: Davis (ed .), To Prefer Nothing but Christ, 416.
11
Einsiedler Konventglockli , 5 October 1954, 2: "Vor der Abreise Rev.mi [=des
Abtes] nach USA Ehrentrunk. P. Dekan [Stellvertreter des Abtes] begleitete ihn [ ... ]
nach Kloten und ze ugt dafUr, dass er genau 16 Uhr mit dem Suisse Air-Flugzeug 'Ct.
Vaud ' abgereist ist. [ ... ] Anderntags telefonierte die Suisse Air, dass das Flugzeug um
13.47 in New York gelandet sci, und Rev.mus schickt von dart ein Telegramm (9.33
Ortszeit) milder Nac hricht von der gliicklichen Ankunft und freundlichem Empfang."
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In reading the travel account, one receives the impression that
a leader of the mother institution was realizing for the first time that
many things were very different in America, and therefore called for
their own answers and solutions, having been sought by the pioneers
of St. Meinrad a hundred years earlier. Abbot Benno thus wrote
home with admiration as well as delight: "Over here everything is so
different from home. The world city New York made an overwhelming
impression on me, a look from a skyscraper over the sea of houses
is unforgettable .... Imagine that before the monastery place [of the
archabbey St. Vincent] are ten cars ready for the fathers going to visit
parishes etc." 12
Abbot Benno had taken with him a faithful copy of the
famous Black Madonna, Einsiedeln 's miraculous statue. On the main
day of the jubilee festivities held from 12 to 14 October 1934, six
monks carried it in solemn procession into the abbey church where
it remains to this day; 13 the procession, Abbot Benno wrote with the
pride of a mother for her successful child, had been accompanied by
the Apostolic delegate, no less than four archbishops, seven bishops ,
28 abbots, and seven priors .14
The pleasure of the American abbots concerning the visit of
the abbot of Einsiedeln was such that they spontaneously persuaded
him to prolong his stay. Abbot Paul Nahlen of Subiaco, a 1878
foundation of St. Meinrad in the State of Arkansas, wrote to him:
"We are still proud of our ancestors and pioneers who had come from
Switzerland, and we consider it a great honor that a gracious lord from
Switzerland, above all from Einsiedeln, honors us with his visit."
Abbot Benno thus postponed his departure by 12 days in order
to visit other monastic communities in the United States, among them
all of the Swiss abbeys.15 On his return to Einsiedeln , he was solemnly

12

Ibid ., 18 October 1954, I: "Hier dri.iben isl alles so ganz anders als daheim. Die
Weltstadt New York hat mir einen i.iberwaltigenden Eindruck gemacht, ein Blick vom
Dach eines Wolkenkratzers i.iber dieses Hausermeer isl unvergesslich. [ ... ] Stellen sie
sich vor, auf dem Klosterplatz [der Erzabtei St. Vincent] stehen 10 Autos zur Yerfi.igung
der Patres fi.ir Aushilfen &c ."
13
It was not the first copy of the statue; one had been put up already in 1859;
Gruve, "Gri.indungs- und Entwicklungsgeschichte," 276.
14
Konventglockli, 18 October 1954, I.
15
Ibid.
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welcomed after having been away nearly a month and a half, as again
the Konventglockli reports : "After a delay, the returner went directly
to the monastery where students gave him a great reception with a
brass concert in the princely hall. In the dining room, one was allowed
to talk during meals and Most Reverend promised us all a free day.
Students took it the next day, the monks the following Tuesday." 16
In 1961 , the official return invitation was extended so that on his
second visit to Einsiedeln archabbot Bonaventure Knaebel officiated
at the pontifical Mass that commemorated the 1100 anniversary of
the death of St. Meinrad. 17 In 1971, Abbot Georg Holzherr from
Einsiedeln visited the archabbey St. Meinrad two years after his
election, and for a gift brought along a further relic of St. Meinrad .
He also made a decision that was much more to affect the relationship
between the two foundations: he decided that from then on the young
Einsiedeln monks were to spend the fourth year of their theological
studies at St. Meinrad 's theological department. Fr. Ernst Schuler was
the first of the procession of confreres who to this day attend the
school in the United States. 18 This arrangement significantly changed
the relationship of Einsiedeln with its daughter foundation. Suddenly
many confreres experienced the latter first hand, established mutual
friendships, and returned home with personal impressions. Modern
technological inventions such as e-mail, facebook, and skype made it
possible to maintain ongoing relationships. They replaced complicated
faxes and expensive telephone calls and allowed personal contacts as
if one were sitting in the same room.
Today, therefore, the ties between St. Meinrad and Einsiedeln
are stronger than ever before . While monks from Einsiedeln go
overseas to study, monks of St. Meinrad spend their sabbatical or a
part of it in Einsiedeln, or summers in Europe during their studies.
Also St. Meinrad 's novices might spend some weeks during the

16
Ibid . 18 November 1954, I: "M it Verspatung ging dann die Fahrt direkt ins
Kloster, wo die Studenten dem Heimgekehrten einen grossen Empfang mit FeldmusikKonzert im Fiirstensaal bereiteten. lm Konvent [= Speisesaal] dispensiert [= man durfte
wahrend der Mahlzeit sprechen] usw. Rev.mus versprach alien einen freien Tag. Die
Studenten hielten ihn grad tags darauf, der Konvent am folgenden Dienstag."
17
Archabbot Bonaventure Knaebel , 7 Juli 2015 .
18
Idem .
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summer in Einsiedeln in order to gain a broader understanding of
monastic life, and to strengthen the bonds with the motherhouse.
The two communities look back on a checkered history:
once monks of Einsiedeln were sent as pioneers to North America,
they met many unaccustomed conditions overseas which they had
to master with independence because it proved impossible to await
directives from Einsiedeln. That autonomous behavior, however,
annoyed Einsiedeln 's abbot who saw himself shunted aside as the
confreres' superior. In turn, monks in America viewed themselves
as overly mothered and strove to cut ties, in several instances even
displaying stubborn attitudes.
After years of cool relations the delight in renewed contact
was great: mother and daughter joyfully embraced each other. While
external circumstances had necessitated distancing, a globalized world
and communication dominated by new technologies have allowed the
two monasteries to establish closer bonds.
~ Translated by Leo Schelbert
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